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Book Reviews
Not a Drop to Drink: America’s Water Crisis (and What
You Can Do). By Ken Midkiff. Foreword by Robert F. Kennedy
Jr. Novato, CA: New World Library, 2007. xxv + 197 pp. Notes,
index. $14.95 paper.

that are no longer true. He makes a strong case against allowing
our water supplies, so critical to life itself, to be privatized. And
perhaps most important, in his end-of-the-chapters sections on
What You Can Do, he convincingly argues that remaining vigilant at the local level is the best way to sustain of our water supplies in the 21st century. Ann Bleed, Senior Program Manager,
CDR Associates, Boulder, Colorado, and Former Director of
Nebraska Department of Natural Resources.

“The struggle over the world’s water resources will be the
defining struggle of the twenty-first century, and the battle has
already been joined,” states Robert F. Kennedy Jr. in the opening line of his foreword to Ken Midkiff’s Not at Drop to Drink:
America’s Water Crisis. Midkiff provides numerous detailed
examples, including the Colorado, Rio Grande, and Missouri
Rivers, and the South West and California, of how in just a few
decades we have depleted our water supply. In chapter 2, “The
Wells Run Dry: The Time Is Up in the High Plains,” he warns
that ultimately there is no such thing as sustainability of irrigation from the Ogallala Aquifer. Creating a Buffalo Commons
on the High Plains, he states, “is no longer a proposal, but an
almost inevitable reality.” Because much of the 35% of U.S.
food produced in the High Plains depends on irrigation, Midkiff
concludes that drying up the Ogallala will have a major impact
on the nation’s food supply. He lists 17 other aquifers, from
Alaska to Puerto Rico, where what is happening to the Ogallala
is also occurring.
Midkiff presents his case with the clear purpose of raising
our awareness and concerns. In some instances, however, he
exaggerates the problem. He claims that the North Platte and
South Platte Rivers at their confluence are perennially dry and
that it is now possible to cross the Platte River in central Nebraska without one’s toes getting wet. Yet as I write this review
streamflow in the central Platte River at Overton is about 500
cubic feet per second. He correctly observes that in many areas
the Ogallala Aquifer will be dry in 30 to 100 years, but he also
asserts that the Ogallala receives little recharge from precipitation and no recharge from the Rocky Mountains. In Nebraska,
however, the Ogallala Aquifer still receives significant amounts
of water from the Rocky Mountains and recharge from precipitation in the Sandhills. As a result, in Nebraska the amount of
water in storage from predevelopment to the year 2000 has actually increased. Such exaggerations throw doubt on Midkiff’s
conclusions and weaken his overall case.
Exaggerations notwithstanding, many of Midkiff’s observations are definitely worth heeding. The Ogallala Aquifer is
going dry in many areas. Midkiff also sees the price of water
continuing to rise as cities have to go to greater lengths to obtain
it. He warns that the enormous impacts of global warming will
make water resources planning more uncertain. He predicts that
many legal compacts, decrees, and contracts will have to be
changed because they were based on hydrological assumptions

Embracing Watershed Politics. By Edella Schlager and William Blomquist. Boulder: University Press of Colorado, 2008.
xiii + 220 pp. Maps, notes, references, index. $55.00 cloth.
Protection and management of watersheds is critical in
maintaining the water quality and quantity necessary to support the economy, recreational opportunities, and public health
in Great Plains communities. Using cases such as the Platte
River Basin and others, Edella Schlager and William Blomquist
evaluate how watershed management decisions should be made
under a wide range of constraints. Participation boundaries,
they argue, should not necessarily be made with the assumption
that disputes are between national and local interests; rather, the
issue is accommodating as many interests as possible. While
the preferred decision-making rule is consensus, conflict may
require that votes be taken necessitating rules that limit the influence of bare majorities and single dissenters. Accountability
is most often provided by compliance of public employees and
officials to laws and federal and state constitutions, although
it can also be established through hierarchical organizational
structure, professional norms, and electoral checks.
Comprehensive management is made difficult by additional
factors. Watershed organizations must make decisions despite
limited information, uncertainty, incommensurate options,
and conflicting agency missions. They must also respond to
demands for a variety of services that need to be delivered on
different scales. For example, large water organizations that
build and manage water projects produce water for a variety of
smaller organizations which, in turn, provide water to smaller
groups of customers. Thus, a large number of organizations typically coexist with each other, are differentiated by functions
and scale, and, consequently, are able to represent a diverse
array of interests. Watershed governance includes a variety of
institutions that can be described as polycentric with nested
and overlapping jurisdictions. Federalism provides a system
in which these polycentric governments can be organized and
coordinated to respond to different local situations. In such a
fragmented system, coordination and turf wars can be very real
problems. The authors caution, however, against assuming that
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decentralized governance will necessarily inhibit cooperation
to protect watersheds. Even with comprehensive governing
institutions, there are bound to be different interests with competing goals that need to be coordinated. The more fragmented
polycentric governance may be better at representing interests
and no worse at facilitating cooperation. There is no one-sizefits-all solution; rather, different governance structures should
and do emerge.
The analysis presented in each chapter is focused on concepts that are examined and applied in a case study to explain
the existing system of governance. Although the concepts are
not integrated into a framework, the authors’ careful use of
concepts provides insights into watershed decision making. Just
as concepts are not integrated into a grand framework, there
is no prescription for the best type of governance. This may
disappoint those seeking the answer to watershed governance,
but the book provides realistic analyses of the complex management problems of watersheds. Perhaps in the future, additional
research will more definitely link governance structures to
types of watershed problems, different locales, and desired
environmental outcomes. For the present, however, Schlager
and Blomquist have provided a thoughtful examination of watershed governance that can be read and appreciated by scholars
across multiple disciplines. Sandra K. Davis, Department of
Political Science, Colorado State University.
The Great Sand Hills: A Prairie Oasis. Text by Rebecca L.
Grambo. Photographs by Branimir Gjetvaj. Regina, SK: Nature
Saskatchewan, 2007. 124 pp. Photographs, appendices, bibliography, index. C$24.95 paper.
The Great Sand Hills region of southwestern Saskatchewan
is among the largest and, unfortunately, last intact native prairie
ecosystems in the Great Plains. The Great Sand Hills: A Prairie
Oasis is thus a fitting title. Filled with spectacular photography
alongside narrative text telling the story of the prairie’s past,
present, and future, this 124-page book was a finalist for the
2007 Saskatchewan Book of the Year Award as well as in the
nonfiction and scholarly writing categories.
The first of the volume’s three sections provides a condensed
physical and human history of the Great Plains, describing the
glacial events leading up to the formation and then subsequent
natural and cultural evolution of the Great Sand Hills landscape. Rebecca Grambo covers a lot of ground, eloquently telling the region’s history from its first cultural inhabitants and the
rise and fall of the Plains bison, to the emergence of a ranching
lifestyle and the cultivation of the surrounding mixed-prairie
landscape. The text is interspersed with stories and narratives
of homesteaders extracted from personal memoirs.
In part two Grambo paints a picture of the current landscape
of the Great Sand Hills, describing the region’s physical geography and concentrating largely on the ecology and sensitivity
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of the landscape, but also emphasizing a cultural connectivity
forged by a history of local ranching activity.
The third section, pointing toward the future, describes the
development of several land use planning initiatives, including the most recent Great Sand Hills Regional Environmental
Study—a response to emerging concerns over the cumulative
effects of ranching activity, a growing natural gas industry with
more than 1,500 wells in the less than 2,000 square kilometer
area of active dunes and mixed-grass prairie, and the resulting
network of roads and trails that now fragment parts of the landscape.
Grambo concludes with a discussion centered on “choosing
our path,” arguing that “the choice about further development
seems obvious” and that “there should be no further gas exploration and development” in the Great Sand Hills. Unfortunately,
the choice is not this simple. In many areas of the Great Sand
Hills leases for gas development have already been sold; future
development in them is inevitable. That said, much of this
prairie oasis remains intact. In 2007, an independent scientific
committee presented the government of Saskatchewan with
three land use options for the future of the Great Sand Hills,
each representing more or less ambitious development futures,
the resulting implications for biodiversity, and a recommendation for a preferred option focused on maintaining the ecological integrity of the landscape. Unfortunately, at the time of this
review, a path for the future of this prairie oasis has yet to be
chosen. Bram Noble, School of Environment and Sustainability, University of Saskatchewan.
The Allen Site: A Paleoindian Camp in Southwestern Nebraska. Edited by Douglas B. Bamforth. Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2007. xvi + 284 pp. Maps, figures,
tables, references, index. $55.00 cloth.
Douglas Bamforth and his colleagues demonstrate in this
edited volume the valuable role in modern archaeology for
thoughtful reinvestigation of previously studied site locations
and archaeological collections. Containing 14 chapters by 11
contributors, The Allen Site includes comprehensive paleoenvironmental research and detailed reanalysis of cultural materials
recovered from renowned excavations conducted in the Medicine Creek Basin between 1947 and 1949, deposits that hold
a series of human occupations ranging from 10,550 to 8,000
radiocarbon years in age. These new studies provide valuable
improvements to our understanding of environmental change
and early human adaptations during the Terminal Pleistocene
and Early Holocene on the Central Great Plains. The book also
offers essential perspectives on the original paleontological and
archaeological research in this region with a primary focus on
the Allen Site (although updated geomorphic and paleoenvironmental information is presented for the nearby sites of Red
Smoke, Lime Creek, and Stafford).

